Many see the rise of the U.S. alpine team as synonymous with the investment in sport science. In that period, the team went from ranked seventh in the world to winning seven medals at the Vancouver 2010 Olympics in Alpine skiing and 21 in total for skiing and snowboarding. The USSA employs nine sport scientists from across the various disciplines of sport science. There is also an extensive network of sports engineers to help with the development of technology on which skiing and snowboarding are very dependent.
The USSA teams have built a $U.S. 25 million training and sport science facility in Park City, Utah, called the Center of Excellence. This facility includes a physiology laboratory, recovery center, nutrition facilities (including demonstration kitchen and recovery bar), and indoor training facilities (including half pipes, ramps, tramps, start gates, running track, etc.) so that athletes can train all year round. This is a highly instrumented facility designed to capture everything an athlete does in training. This information is then analyzed and distributed to coaches and athletes along the developmental pipeline.
Talent identification has also been targeted by USSA, as it was recognized that the country has hundreds of international standard gymnasts that retire each year. A recent project to transfer gymnasts into aerial skiing resulted in one athlete making the Olympic final in Vancouver 2010, after being introduced to the sport only two years before. Applied physiologists now travel extensively with the teams throughout the World Cup season and have daily interaction with coaches and athletes during training sessions at the Center of Excellence in the summer. The staff members do a lot of monitoring of sessions in the field on snow, and undertake performance enhancement projects as well as traditional lab and field testing.
The response by athletes and coaches to these programs has been described by high performance officials as "terrific," and there is now a culture of full integration and dependence on sport science in the teams. No longer seen as a luxury by coaches, sport science is now a highly effective element in their programs. This positive response may have been facilitated by the fact that many of the U.S. coaches have a strong background in sport science and are proactively pushing sport science staff to keep up with their demands.
All of the above suggests that investments in sport science can provide an excellent return in terms of performance outcomes. Moreover, the rich "sport science pedigree" of the nations at the top of the medal tally in Vancouver 2010 indicates that achieving consistent winning performances at the world stage is associated with a positive contribution from the sport sciences. Nevertheless, none of it is of any relevance unless accidents such as the one that tragically cut short the life of Georgian luger Nodar Kumaritashvili just hours before the Opening Ceremony can be avoided.
We members of the editorial team would like to invite our readers to submit their research on physiology and performance in winter sports to the International Journal of Sports Physiology and Performance.
